THE U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) is preparing to launch a nationwide infection control campaign. The campaign, called "Handwashing Prevents Infection...It really does!," uses the teddy bear character to present this important message in an appealing and persuasive manner.
The objective of the campaign is to reduce nosocomial infection by 20 percent by 1990. This campaign is to remind children, parents, health-care personnel, daycare providers, and educators that infection can be prevented through frequent handwashing.
It was more than 100 years ago when Dr. Ignaz Semmelweis showed that deaths of young mothers from childbed fever, a form of septicemia, could be prevented if physicians would wash their hands before examining their patients. An obvious question is: have we made significant progress in preventing infection by handwashing in the last century? Not really. A recent study in medical intensive care units demonstrated that handwashing occurred after only 41 percent of contacts.'
What are the implications of ignoring the basic concepts of infection control? The answer can be found in the following figures for the U.S.: (I) nearly two million nosocomial infections occur each year; (2) these infections cause 30000 deaths and contribute to another 70000 deaths each year; and (3) the health-care cost due to nosocomial infections is about 2.5 billion dollars annually.' It is most relevant to note that about onethird of these infections can be prevented by effective surveillance and control programs.':" These estimates are for hospital-acquired infections only. Realizing that more than 11 million children are enrolled in U.S. daycare centers, the potential for preventing infection in this setting is even greater. There is ample evidence that a variety of bacteria and viruses can be transmitted by hands. can prevent diarrheal and respiratory diseases.v " Thus, handwashing is considered the single most important procedure in preventing nosocomial infections.v" The Centers for Disease Control recommends a vigorous washing with soap under a stream of water for at least ten seconds.
To launch this program, about 30 hospitals and daycare centers will participate in the first phase of the program. These centers will receive introductory packages of the T. Bear materials (teddy bears, posters, stickers, and buttons) as a gift from the Department and the R. Dakin Company, with subsequent funding expected from the private sector to sustain the campaign. The material will describe the goal, background, and importance of handwashing and messages will include "Handwashing Prevents Infection.. .It Really Does!," "T.
Bear Wants You To Wash Your Hands
He Really Does!," and "T. Bear Likes Clean Hands He Really Does! "
It is an excellent opportunity for all of us to join in this important campaign. Can anyone argue that prevention is better than cure? Although handwashing has not been shown to prevent certain nosocomial infections, shouldn't common sense prevail when scientific data are lacking? Let us hope real progress will be made in preventing infection during the rest of this century and beyond.
